Positive vs. Negative Laughter
By Patt Harper

“The power of humor is like a magnet: positive attracts, negative repels. Use it
wisely.” —Darren LaCroix, speaker

If someone must pay for our laughs the price is too high. Sarcasm and insults all
come under the category of toxic humor. Laughter is not helpful if it's harmful.
The most effective laughter has its roots in kindness, sensitivity and respect.
Positive laughs create rapport, trust and bonds. Negative humor generates
hositility, distrust and paranoia.

For a long time | believed a laugh was a laugh. | also felt teasing was harmless
and that the person | was jabbing would know “I was only joking.” One day |
greeted an acquaintance in a restaurant with “they’ll let anyone in here.” To my
surprise, a look of horror and hurt covered her face as she replied, “Why?
Shouldn’t | be here?” No matter how hard | tried to back pedal and apologize, the
damage had already been done. | realized that not everyone shared my
perception of humor. Since that day my greetings have become more flattering
such as, “I see only the best people dine here.” Making people feel good is a
much more fulfilling purpose of laughter.

We always need to laugh with others, not at them. Sometimes we feel it is OK to
laugh at people in authority as long as they don’t know about it. Many times we
find ourselves with a group of co-workers and get caught up in very harmful
humor. We start making fun of the way a supervisor looks or we repeat jokes
we’ve heard about a famous celebrity. Although it may never get back to the
person, we are conditioning ourselves to look for faults and we forget that they
are real people. It also can make others distrust us and begin to think, “What
does (s)he say behind my back?”

Self-effacing humor is often perceived as the safest and most effective form of
laughter. By poking fun at yourself you show that you are human and recognize
your own shortcomings. It makes others feel privileged that you trust them
enough to share something so personal. And it relaxes others by demonstrating
that you are a regular person — just like them. But be careful to poke gently. You
don’t want to appear that you are looking for sympathy or validation. You want
people to laugh with you, not at you. Tell personal stories where the lesson is
learned at your expense. Laugh at what you do — not who you are.

Life is full of things to laugh about without making people the target. You can
laugh at behaviors but not persons or groups of people. The power of positive
laughter creates confidence, respect and motivation, both for the giver as well as
the receiver. Negative humor may have become socially acceptable, but it has no
merit. Don’t succumb to the temptation of using sarcasm and teasing. There are



S0 many positive things to laugh about if we just look for them. “Nothing is quite
as funny as the unintended humor of reality.” Steve Allen.
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